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Color is a subjective phenomenon. Due to the differences in history, culture, 
custom and thinking model, the connotations of color terms vary. Basic color terms 
include two natural colors, three primary colors and other mixed colors. Color terms 
reflect the relationship between language and culture. It’s a kind of non-verbal 
communication. Besides, colors symbolize a culture. People in a certain group have 
the same color perception. With the development of economic globalization and 
information society, colors are gradually globalized.  
As early as 2,500 years ago, westerners have put color as a systematic category 
of cognition. More than 2000 years ago, Chinese poets and writers also noticed the 
color terms were of great importance. Domestic and overseas scholars contributed a 
lot in color and linguistics, typology, psychology, translation, intercultural 
communication, pedagogy and literature. 
   Based on Berlin and Kay’s “Basic Color Terms” theory, the thesis analyzes the 
cultural connotations of color terms both in English and Chinese and its application in 
daily lives from sociolinguistic aspect. In Chapter one, the author introduces the 
definitions of culture and color. In Chapter two, previous studies on color terms at 
home and abroad are discussed. Chapter three is the core of the thesis, the author 
compares the cultural connotations of color terms both in English and Chinese with a 
lot of idioms and phrases as examples. In Chapter four, the author tries to illustrate the 
application of color terms in daily lives. By studying the color terms, we can get to 
know the similarities and differences of English and Chinese society. The associative 
meanings of English and Chinese color terms are analyzed and compared from 
celebration, nobility, erotism, emotion, economy and politics, to understand the 
different psychologies of English and Chinese nations, in order to eliminate the 
obstacles in cross-cultural communication. 
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1. The aim of the thesis  
    The aim of this research is to discuss the different cultural connotations of colors 
between English and Chinese—black and white, red, yellow and blue, purple and 
green. The purpose of this thesis is to avoid conflicts and misunderstandings in terms 
of colors in business and cross-cultural communication. Meanwhile, colors are not 
fixed in a certain culture. They are used widely and flexibly in our daily life, economy, 
politics and literary works. This thesis quotes a lot of Chinese and English color 
idioms and phrases as examples, and analyzes or expounds them in detail. Readers 
can perceive them easily and get some knowledge on how to translate these color 
terms. 
2. Organization of the thesis 
The paper first discusses the theoretical underpinning of this study. 
In Chapter One, the paper first introduces the definitions of culture and color, then 
the relationship between color and culture are discussed. Culture has many definitions, 
but basically it has three senses and three layers. Basic color terms include two natural 
colors—black and white, three primary colors—red, blue and yellow and mixed 
colors—purple and green. There are three color relationships: adjacent or harmonizing, 
contrasting and complementary.  
In Chapter Two, research on color terms at home and abroad is discussed. The 
study of color terms has a long history in western countries. Nearly 2,500 years ago, 
color terms were treated for the first time as a systematic cognitive domain. Plato was 
the first pioneer to explore colors from philosophy. Later, many scholars studied 
colors terms from various perspectives, such as philosophy, anthropology, psychology, 
linguistics, and cross-cultural communication, etc. In domestic research, this author 
analyzes the development of color research in China, and contributions from scholars 















communication, pedagogy and literature.  
In Chapter Three, this paper explores the similar and different cultural connotations 
of color terms between English and Chinese through a large number of phrases, 
idioms and sentences. For example, black in both English and Chinese indicates ugly 
and dirty, misfortune and sorrow, bad and evil, illegal and unofficial. But there are 
also some differences, just like blue in English has broader connotations than in 
Chinese. The detailed analysis is explored in this chapter. 
In Chapter Four, this paper discusses the application of color terms in daily life. 
Firstly, there are differences between genders in preferences for colors. Besides, the 
color terms in daily life will directly enter economy domain. The use of color terms in 
economic terms is very active and lively, including red, black, blue, green and white. 
Colors also reveal one’s social status. In literary works, color symbolism is a 
commonly used device, since it has rich associations. In the end, this author concludes 
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Chapter One Culture and Color 
1.1 The Definition of Culture 
1.1.1 What is Culture?  
Culture is a term from Latin culture stemming from colere, which means “to 
cultivate”. It has various meanings. In 1952, Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhogn 
compiled a list of 164 definitions of “culture” in their book Culture: A Critical Review 
of Concepts and Definitions. Some scholars describe culture as an appreciation of 
good literature, music, art, and food. However, for anthropologists and other 
behavioral scientists, culture is the full range of learned human behavior patterns. The 
term was first used in this meaning by the pioneer English Anthropologist Edward B. 
Tylor in his book, Primitive Culture, published in 1871. Tylor held that culture was 
"that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and 
any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society."  Since 
Tylor's time, the concept of culture has become the central focus of anthropology. 
But generally speaking, the word “culture” is most commonly used in three basic 
senses: 
1) Excellent taste in the fine arts and humanities, known as high culture 
2) An individual pattern of human knowledge, belief and behavior which 
depends upon the social learning and thinking model of a nation 
3) The set of common attitudes, values, morality, goals and practices that 
characterizes individuals and groups 
Culture is a powerful human tool for survival, but it is fragile. It is constantly 
changing and easily lost because it exists only in human minds. Our written languages, 
articles, buildings, artifacts and other man-made things are merely the products of 
culture. They are not culture in themselves.  
1.1.2 Three Layers of Culture 
Generally speaking, there are three layers of culture. The first and most 
important layer is the body of culture that distinguishes us from other societies. The 
body of culture includes shared language, tradition and beliefs that set each apart from 
others. This layer of culture is handed down from generation to generation. 
The second layer of culture is a subculture, part of our identity. People come 
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For example, the United States includes ethnic groups such as Vietnamese Americans, 
African Americans, Mexican Americans and so forth. Members of these subcultures 
share a common identity, food tradition, dialect or language. They see themselves as 
being part of the cultural mainstream of the nation. When cultural differences between 
members of a subculture and dominant culture blur and eventually disappear, the 
subculture ceases to exist. For example, German Americans and Irish Americans 
identify themselves as Americans in present days.    
The relationship between sub-culture and complex culture (body of culture) is 
shown in Figure 1.1. 
 
Figure 1.1 The relationship between sub-culture and complex culture 
The third layer of culture is universal culture. No matter where people live in the 
world, they share these universal features. The universal cultures include 
communicating with a verbal language consisting of a limited set of sounds and 
grammatical rules for constructing sentences, using age and gender to classify people 
(e.g., teenager, senior citizen, woman, man), classifying people based on marriage and 
descent relationships and having kinship terms to refer to them (e.g., wife, mother, 
uncle, cousin) and raising children in some sort of families, etc. 
The contemporary cultural groups in the world are divided as Figure 1.2:  
 
Figure 1.2 The global map of contemporary cultural groups 
1.1.3 Relevant Culture Studies 
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Raymond Williams, who had been influenced by Marxism, developed Culture Studies. 
They identified “culture” with consumption goods and leisure activities, such as art, 
music, film, food, sports and clothing. Nevertheless, they were also aware that 
patterns of consumption and leisure were determined by relations of production. They 
thus mainly focused on class relations and organization of production in western 
countries. In the United States, however, “Culture Studies” focused largely on the 
study of popular culture, that is, mass-produced consumer and leisure goods. The term 
“popular culture” was first coined by Richard Hoggart, who was followed by Stuart 
Hall.  
From the 1970s onward, Stuart Hall et. al began to combine political economy, 
communication, sociology, social theory, literary theory, culture anthropology, 
philosophy, museum studies and art history to study cultural phenomena or cultural 
texts. Then researchers began to concern themselves about the meaning and practices 
of everyday life. These practices comprise the ways people do specific things, such as 
watching TV, chatting, or eating out in a given culture. "Culture" for a cultural studies 
researcher not only includes traditional high culture (the culture of ruling social 
groups) and popular culture, but also everyday meanings and practices. The last two, 
in fact, became the main focus of cultural studies. 
A further and recent approach is comparative cultural studies, based on the 
discipline of comparative literature and cultural studies.  
1.1.4 Chinese Culture vs. English Culture 
China and western countries have different cultural background and cultural 
traditions. The different cultures include thinking models, values and concepts, 
lifestyles and learned behaviors. In the 2000-year feudal society, Confucius’ ideas 
have been deep-rooted in people’s mind. Modesty is the pursuit of Confucius ideology. 
People conduct themselves with humanity, justice, ceremony, wisdom and credit as 
their guidelines. The way people speak and treat things should be modest, kind, polite, 
frugal and tolerant. Too much self-manifest is not allowed. The growth of western 
culture, however, traced back to Roman times, which advocated humanism and 
individualism. People worship rights and freedom. Below, this author would like to 
introduce the different concepts between English and Chinese. 
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Both British and American cultures emphasize individualism. Every person is an 
individual of his or her own. Everyone should be responsible for himself or herself. 
They are always self-centered whether speaking or taking action.  
Chinese people, however, worship collectivism. Whatever he or she says and 
does shouldn’t violate the relationship among the group. Everyone has his or her 
social network, like leader, relatives, classmates, colleagues, neighbors and friends. 
Their behaviors are supported or influenced by this social network. 
1.1.4.2 Right Emphasis vs. Responsibility Emphasis 
British and American cultures abide by right-standard. On one hand, they pay 
attention not to infringe upon the rights of other people and on the other hand, if their 
rights are violated, they will resort to law and even engage in a lawsuit. That’s 
because British and American people believe apologies are not sufficient to calm 
themselves down. There should be actual form of compensation, such as a penalty or 
imprisonment. 
In China, people often care about “face” and fear criticism from the public; 
therefore they often consider what other people may think when speaking or taking 
action. In daily life, people seldom ask what rights they enjoy, but what jobs they are 
expected to do. They try to accomplish the task appointed by superiors and live up to 
the expectation of parents and teachers. When their personal interests can’t be 
satisfied, Chinese people often reconcile and sacrifice their own benefits, to avoid 
conflicts with another person and serve the society. 
1.1.4.3 Law-worship vs. Model-worship 
Generally speaking, English culture tends to restrict people with law. It‘s a 
culture of “guilt” while Chinese culture influences people with emotion. It’s a culture 
of “shame”. The factors affecting this difference are two: individualism and 
right-standard must be guaranteed with a set of laws and statutes in English countries. 
Otherwise, people’s rights won’t be secure. However, the morality-oriented and 
obligation-standard Chinese people have always valued the power of models, like 
great men and wise men. For generations, people study the examples of Confucius 
and Mencius’s morality in ancient times. In contemporary times, Lei Feng’s good 
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